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Morris Kline is going too far. First Johnny couldn’t read, then Dick couldn’t teach, now 
Harry doesn’t know. It has been an acknowledged fact, since Poincare pointed an accusing 
finger at the Twentieth Century, that much mathematics of our time has had negative 
overtones, and that a favored occupation of real-variable theorists and of set-theoreticians. 
among others, has been the creation of those monsters that Francisco de Goya y Lucientes 
saw coming out of the dream of reason. But why harp on an accepted failing? The giants of 
Victorian certainty had their feet mired in hypocrisy and wishful thinking. and the hatchet job 
of negative mathematicians had a liberating influence that is just beginning to be felt. 
“Suppose a contradiction were to be found in the axioms of set theory. Do you seriously 
believe that that bridge would fall down?” asked Frank Ramsey of Ludwig Wittgenstein. 
What if we were never able to certainly found set theory on a noncontradictory set of axioms’? 
Maybe it is our Victorian ideas about the need for the certainty of axiomatization that are 
naive and unrealistic. Maybe the task ahead of us is to live rigorously with uncertainty, and 
bridges need not fall down in the attempt. “Rien ne m’est stir que la chose incertaine.” was the 
motto of a Renaissance gentleman, reported by Montaigne. It may be the motto for our time 
too. 
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